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Introduction: 



Authpr,: Herman Melville on his early life was a sailor. Bmndvels are hfghly 
esteemed today and failed.in his own lifetime. Owe oTfkis Hjast novels is 



(Moby-Dick) one of the gr^eaitest novel in Enmlish.%> 

GenreiSea story, Christian allegory, ph||ol6p-l|cal n%/eT?%^<i|? 
<^£S)) J^5#mi oiife^ % % % 

Time and place writtegi^86-l^L. Iftw Yl)* Cit?% # ' 
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» The narrator begins by speaking of a phenomenon known more frequently in 
J the cjavs^Jpefore steamships. Often in seaports, bands of sailors walking 

^ about town would^dofTsis't of any number of normal sailors and, at the center 
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Date of first publication : 1924% H Ik 

Narrator : Mfoe storylis, narrated in an ; %nmscient third unnamed person. 

Setting (time)t k§&mnfeji of 1797, four years into the Napoleonic Wars, 
betwe^l|9j|la rt^N^FrlStae ana!t|eve"ral months after the Great Mutiny at 
No re. % % 

-co, o*J^ a— 



Setting (place)% Qn anf English w'arship, the Bellipotent, somewhere on the 
Mediterranean Sea. 



Chapter 1 
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of their group/one superior specimen. Melville dubs this central figure the 
"Handsome Sailor." The other sailors would surround* him "like a bodyguard," ft 

The narr,atorgoes on to explain that the Handsome Sailor was no dandy; 2. 
* invariably, he was also a physically powerful man, often skiTTed at fighting, o ^->k 
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Billy Budd , the narrator tells us, was in some^resjDects an example of this kind 
of man. He was a twenty-ong-year-old fdretop man on the H-M-S. 
Bellip otent. Toward the enc! of the^hle^nth^entur^f|pt long befo re the 
start of our story, he was impressed, or forced, into millpry service. He had 



set out fo sea aboard an^English merchant sh 



k . in those dies the British fleet was severely u n decrife nn emTd^w 
h crews, British military vessels would board ^mgglwa n d fc 
the King's service. qM\q^ J^ 



sof Man, but 



eir 



- Hiss 



I ga^'in th 
force, men into 



officer, 
ike any other 

men. Billy says nothing ftr profe^. The n^Sil^n^an^s^pm aster, Captain 
£ Graveling , tries tcTexpla'in to Ratll||fe thS^il^Jinldispensable. The other 
* men love him, and his me^presenI%keeSl;il peace abbard ship. Only-on< 
sailor, Red vMhj s ke csw i s I fk e d him. Oneway/ he jaboed Billy insultingly under 
trie* ribs, a nd^^ga^^R^d Whiskers a sSWnd^eating. After that fight, Red 

forilMly. The Captain tells Ratcliffe that he is 
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n gf;p si oe a ce|ri aW 

Billy appearsf|his^ie;fingin^Jn'a chest, and Ratcliffe tells him to repack his 
things in a bag. % f%^h^e military means a shorter supply of space. After 
repacking, Billy se%out in thetinytraft that will take him to the(B ellipote nO 
He is almost tnee'rfuf; crying out with great spirits, "And goodbye to you too, 
old Rights-of-Man." 

The narrator tells us, his cheer may be connected to his youth and the fact 
that he has no family waiting for him at home. 
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Chapter 2 ^ 0 

When Billy was Bgjr|g formally muste^ed^to the service, the officer learns 
that Billy was a foundling. Billy is unselfcpnscious and honest. He tells the 
officer that he does .not know his birthplace or the identity of his parents. He 
was found in a silk-lined basket at the door of a good poor man in Bristol. 

Though intelligent, he is illiterate. But he loves to sing, and often improvises 

f t * a ' ■ 

his own songs. 4vJ^ ' 



%4> 



Billy has one noticeable defect. When in the grips^terowf^emotion, he 
cannot speak. 



Chapters 3-5 



The Bellipotent is on duty i%the Mj%^terr%ea 
us that this facf 




historical context 




ut t rife narrator assures 
%ortant is the 



The central events .of the, story tai%,place#n tpsummer of 1797. In April of 



,the British Empire, and, the Empire was also dependent on its navy for 
f deferme%Napo eomwas on the move, and Britain s force at sea was her 

of defensei 



-pnmar 



MelviHeJake^^byppI^ dippssin^tqspeak of the beauty of the old ships 
and n'av^afvaioesfiand "fie excellerrt'f^oic^ua^ties of Admiral Nelson, 
whose victories in the Nile and at Trafalgar saved his country from 
Napoleon. 

I 
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Melyille returns to spj?ak of the tension of the time. Vigilance against 
mutiny was an (Session, and officers did not^mkt thejr^own 
crewmen. At some^baT^t/es, officers stood with < cTr%wn sword behind 
the men working the guns. 
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Chapters 6-8 



The narrator says that on board the seyjE 
rK level ofdiscipline and morale is rr 



r on which Billy now serves, 
a high' level ofcTiscipline anJryforaTe is maTrTtTamed because,^ Captain the 
j* ^Hotwable .Edward Fairfax Vere. He js a good captain, a bachelor in his 
k forties, mrndful of his crew's welfare, but also strict in the enforcement of 
disci^neC^O^ 



k 

k 

k 

* He is an undemonstrative man, not particularly .quick tfllaugh. and on ship 

v he is an unobtrusive captain. He is given to moments ofMreaminess and 

f staring out at the ocean. In the navy his nicknamiif^ftarlk yere. " ^ 

r The narrat 

% that his portrait wilMFaitto gfrispT:he tfue^uli oflfekg Mai 



rnmg us 




n 

and the 



health, Nothing is, known about Bteggarf%pasfi 
is a Knight or nobieman who was pressed intop 
s o m e"K i n d fncr i ra e. Ip e n a 



ut rumors abound that he 



e navy after committing 



was 



r. 



_rrator tells uMhat in those days, the British navy 
Ho srfort^OTL eo ?tet common crrmfrials would be brought in from 




e narrator mentions that Claggart came into 
low-ranking pffi£er, i but by his shows of 



as a 



competen%e?Jom,dft?ic1cTmp rn%stejratta£ms. Rumors about him are to be 
expected, be'i^jjse^^^rn as%er-at-a rms is never an officer with whom the 
crewmen feel cdrMorfSllle. 
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Chapters 9-10 

c^5v cA_£ Ass, 
Billy Budd loves his job asjoretop/nan, working with the other young men, 

but with plenty of free time to*re1ax high up on the masts andi*o<5k down on 

the decks nelow. He is keen to do his'duty: when he first arrived, he saw a 

sailor get whipped for a minor offence, and the sight made him eager to 

avoid even tiny infractions of ship rules. But despite his eagerness, nothing 
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£Z£v^<J?J A/U ^su> 

he does,,seerns perfect. He is often receiving harsh rebukes for minor 

infractions from Claggart's corporals. 

Billy befrie^cjsone ofthe ojc^r sailors, known as the Dansker . This older 
sailor previously Served under Nelson aboard the H.M.S. Agamemnon, ar 
during previous service he has acquired some im press ive^scars. The Dansker 
is the one who bestows Billy's nicknameupc»n him: "Baby Budd." The 
Dansker and Billy have a great deaTof affection foreW other, and Billy 



ind 



■a 



scares his concerns with the 0,18 veteran. The Danske^wrfis Billy that old 



"Jem my tegs" (Claggart) is "db'Wh on" Billy. Billy i%,perp1%ed; Claggart 
always has a kind wprd for him when ne passes, jpfifl^silfer insist 
these kind words come also because Claggaj 

Billy, is incredulous, and he believes his 
his soupln Claggart's pfef^e. Claggartla%i| 

roHon tn t-n n Ri \/ frr»rr> RdRrnH t nH . rrYHwoc r 



insists that 



Jeromes teTrifying, cfel 



"oser to h%true 



drummer boy who tfum pis into hifein thi%allll% 
Chatters lifes 

Clagggaig's deeptesliproMem, the narrator tells us, is a deep, innate 

der* 
si 




intelligence nken%l|%5 fdllmalevolence's sake 



We then move totne nature of envy, and the feelings evoked in Claggart 



when he beholds Bilif. Billy's innocence and good looks both give Claggart 



all the rrrt>re relson to rMe the dov; Billy possesses goodness, and is devoid 
l> c^^of malice*-^. Claggart can never be so. He is also drawn by it: 



Claggart comes to interpret the spilled soup as an insult from Billy. His 
hatjgd^o^ Billy has become so profoun^a'.that he isjvaiting for some sign that 
therfiallce is reciprocated J^UjM such is fte^nature of evil in men, which 
seeks justification for itself. One of his corporals, a disgusting^ little man 
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J named Squeak, fills CJaggart's ears with false reports of Billy's disW^fpr 
k Claggart. Squeak has c noticed Claggart's hatted foe Billy, and he is eager to 
. ingratiate, ^y) himself to hismaster. Claggart takes every small gesture from 
Billy as signs of something grave; that, too, is the nature of hatred. Thus he 



k 



k 
k 
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justifies his hatred of Billy, and moves toward a plan of terrible, unjust 

revenger^- ^ - * 



Chapters 14-17 
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A few days after the soup incident, Billy , has a disturb 
night, dd£ to thereat, Billv slip's oK^JoreS^p^^Mof \n jjis 
etched 



^experience. Late" one 



.haitTmock, stre 



out 



alongside 



m 



^iree other m.%.jHp0wten by t a strange 
xr , voice, which invites him to a secluded part qRlnxIMKilly. of%iature not 
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would help in the event of a rrfu$ 



The terrified Billy, stu,tte 

afterguardfftan Teav^s in a hurry, twp'tithe oth 
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er forecastlemen^^l o*l 



are woken, B^^jly^xpfanation puts them at ease. 



secretive or 
in broad d 



~5 

d does not quite know how to 
approached by any agent of 
tufmess before. Later, he sees the afterguardsmen 
reets Billy as if they were Triends; 
. Billy is so fjTfow'n th'at be does.npUesp6nd. HMo^rnc»\'report thie^night 
^incioenf, fearf.ul.pf being a "telltale" (tattle-tale), but he does fm^ntionWe 
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incident,indifectly,_to the Dansker . The Dansker is confirmed in his suspicions 
that Claggart is after Billy.Th^ Dansker calls the afterguardsman a "cat's paw" 
but refuses to elaoorate, wary of givirfg too much advice. • 



1 



Billy, despite the Dansker's warning, does not suspect Claggart. The narrator 
a- defends Billy's innocence. His nature is simply too good to suspect the man 
J who has always treated him kindly. The narrator goes on to say that sailors 
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J are often an innocent, juvenile group of men. Accustomed to living within a 

ft fixed system of rules and obeying orders, they are strangers to the hazards of * 

J living in a world ^here every man obeys his own free will. In comparison, 

->v landsmen are plicitous and distrustful creatures. 



ft The small reprimands for tiny infractions. stop, and Claggart s kind words 
X grow more enthusiastic than ever. But whenlooking at Billy, Claggart %^ 
ccasionally loses control, betraying strange emotions. The emotions swing 
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^^wide: arother finrres, seeing Billy would bring out a re^Mlitflashing-^Orth 
from his eyes. 
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Billy thinks the master-at-arms acts strange, but d&es nffesutpect him of 



malice. Nor does he make anything of the stMftge Bljipior 



e armorer 
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The narrator finishes G|#% 17 sayingll^t S%jle §i|y more or less se les 

back into peace, Claggart's hatpd contig$m%tp e%^away at him. Something is tV 

going to break. % J 

she catches * 

^ ^ tV 

emy sTiip ^ 

escaperilffe^CToMliWtr^ 

\ / o/^* ^bv y tV 

After the escape, Claglart approaches Captain Vere and tells him that a sailor ft 

<ing:tcpubleron tnejmip, organizing and riling up s»^ jjjj those 

who were forcea-into service. Captain Vere distrusts something"aoout 




frl .nas t 
men 



Claggart, and his suspicion grows when Claggart says that the troublemaker is 
Billy Budd. Verecan Jwdfy belfeVe it. He knows of .Budd: he complimented 
Rajj|:liffe on hiS choice of Billy Budd Vere was hoping' to suggest Billy's 
promotion to captain pJLthe mizzen top^^* a post which would have 
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brought Billy more frequently under, Vere's eye. Vere reminds Claggart that 
there is a price to be palcTfor farse witness. Claggart, making show of beihg^ s 
offended, tells the captain that hefias proof. Vere decid^t^fy to^eapiOrfri 
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are true; he wonders at this * 

* 
★ 



the matter quietly, so as to find out if the charges 
^pbint not how he will deal with the allegedly mutinous Billy, but how he 
might deal with the lying Claggart. - 

Vere orders Albert, his hammock-boy (a kind of captain's persbnaTattendant) 
to summon Billy discretely to the aft part ofgie^hb. He is not to tell Billy 
that the final destination is Vere's cabin uiftitthe la^s^mcfr^ent. 

_brpui 
Jways 



Billy is surprised to be brought to Vere's cabin, but he iftaot afraid: he feels 
that the captain has always rooked with favor on 




* 



_.i him,%|gd thinks that perhaps * 
going to be promoted. Vere orders ClaggartglPt&Ll Bi% what he has just 



told him. The captajnls pTanning to study^the facdfvof ai%use%arid accused. 
Claggart repeats the accusation. Billy, as alwWs|wKi##eized b$|pQwerful 



emotions, cannorspeak. Vere at first c^r^^^aei^aimthe^ence, but * 




ilm. He tries to 
% so tender it only 



le grips of emptions 



that the young man cannot cMtol, he|MKs>£la%gart, who falls (Sio^nd^dTi 
J Jhey Jtry, t^nelp Claggart up, but ra|^orm^cc^pletely inert^A. Vere takes'in * 
tfje.sil 



TV 



v t13e,sTtuation, and then orders Billy folgo intd*%r» aft stateroom^ii^ * 
remaihlhete|y,ntil^u]|tmoned^^^ 

Keepiillxthe bd 1 |y"%i|t olisight, Vere has Albert summon the surgeon. The 



^jli^^s^d Vere exclairns, w 
ust Jiang!" . Vere orders that * 



a. the body be n^ov.el|ti|a compartments and he announces his intention to 



call a drumhea^lourt^le tells the surgeon to inform the lieutenants of what * 
§ has happened, as well as the captain of the marines. These officers must keep & 
* the matterto themselves X ^ ^ d d ^ * 
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Chapters 20-22 

Vere's orders surprise th" 
~*.il I 



>ecause normarprpcedur 
OL^e' 3 ^' vJ-g> yX£- 
fiolcTBilly Until later, when his case can be referred tortfii 

surgeon worries that perhaps Vere is not completely well mentally. The 
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e would be to 
dmiral. The 
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te Ue) \ A'^, J J ^ 
r officers, on receiving 



othe 
for the admiral 



k 



Vere's orders, also feel that the case shou ld wait 



mm 



The surgeon is concerned about Vere's breach of normal protocol, and 
though Vere seems reasonable enough in other ways, the surgeon wonders 
if perhaps Vere is just slightly off his balance. 

) read and 
Vere 



The narrator reminds us of the period. News of Billy's case might spre 
* igniteJ^jTLUtmy, arid so there is afneed to deal with tnmcase quickly 
^ is not insensitive to the difficulties of the case. He knoyi|§now that Gla 



»ow that Claggart 
ijptain also knows 



was lying, and the Bjlly isjnnocent, of evil intent 
that he must make a decision quickly. 




e firsfyieutenant, 



to At the trial, the three^officers making up|i^&>ur^ 

*" the captain -oft he marines, and the saTI1mma$&r. vatpJtaYtepi£ is the only 
k witness. The officers are Jg|sfced b«% 5 cas%^no^xpecf4|)^ Billy to. be a . m 

a . • ^^^^ Erct? ^^hv ills c^Axu^ c^Cg^- f^Z 

; capable of either the fa^^r|e^§u^^cr^art oahe tr^crime 
that Billy has unde^ablyj^ ^^mmi^te^^%gr \%re presents his version of 



J 1 ^ events, Billy confirms it.^But he al^dehil^Cla^arfs^accusa'tion, and Vere 



says before all trjat ^e^eMeves Billyt^hen "q^^tioned, Billy has to aamit^ / 
that he wasftware.of|fo7Y^Tice betWee%himself and Claggart. Billy tells one 
£ . lie:, when ,th ef il-sk if.feis aware of a mutiny brewing, he says no, not 
* ^an«Lo infow^j hrs^hipmaMS- When an officejc-asks why Claggart 
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le 



answe 
cannot be 'a 



-4 1 1 



mafice betweenthem. Billy is unable to 



icejc_a 
weeTfl. 

sr. He%irmtdw,eremor nejp. Captain Vere says that the question - 
"ns«etjeo5^I)r is% relevant: they musroeal only witti the blow . 
and the conseque^ncesMfethe ofoyv. Billy does not understand the import of 
his words, but fne o%er officers do: Vere thinks that Billy must be nanged. 



Billv,is returned to his comrjartment, and Vere and the officers have to 
deliberate. .For Awhile, there is silence. Then Vere addresses the court. He 



tffis war and considering the re 
According to th£ Mutiny Act, the penalty 



centmutini 



tmies, no chances carTbe taxen. t*^- 
[y ^or a crewman^friking and killing a 



su 



not 



officer is death. 
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ft ft 

ft -s^ 

# The threat of mutiny is still real. Even if the court explains the mitigating ; £ 
ft circumstances, of Billy's case, the crew would think that alight penalty meafis ft 
J that the officers fear them. IvTutiny coulcT result. There is no way out. 

^ The court finds Billy guilty. He is to be hanged the next morning. % 

ft Ac & 

A Captain Vere himself tells Billy of the verdict. The narrator says that no one ft 

v> knows what happened^njthat cabin, but probably Vere told him^ie^whoie ^ 

^ truth about the court proceedings. He speculates that Vere, 61a enough to 

& be Billy's father^caught BijJv^o his he^rt^even as Abraham may have^ ft 

j caught young Isaac on the brink of resofutely offering him up in obedience to J 

# the exacting behest" (367). When Captain Vere leaves the compartment, his 

S face reveals an intense, terrible suffering. <s * i£ *' i 

5 ^-^^ 1 

I Chapters 23-27 J 

^ All hands are galled and Captain Vere tells the crew that a sailor has struck & 

6 and killed an officer. Said sailor will be hanged the next day. Claggart.is * Jt * & 

™ rc appropriate to his' rank. Billy is kept in the g 

ft 

J comeVfcf see him,Jgt on seejng^Billy pea^fullvgsleep cannotbeSr towak'e J 

# him. He retu^s early in the mo^r\in^, bejpre^wn, to find BiJJy awake. Billy & 
J receives him politely, buyTgjias ItUje^eed ofcomfort. He'fii^ns to the J 
J chaplain's words about death andchrist but does not seem touched by ^ & 

# them. The chaplain is moved by Billy's innocence, and as he leaves, he kisses & 
J Billy on the cheek.^P&^ J 

# At dawn, all hands are assenjbled to watch the execution. Before Billy is ft 
^ hanged, he calls out, "Go^iffetess Cagtain Vere!" The other men, as if their J 
& wills are not their own, repeat his^words, Vere reacts not at all to this ~ \ ~~ » £ 
ft occurrence. As Billy hangs, he is hit by light from the heavens. His body does ft 
J not move. There are no spasms<->W^ of death. J 

-ft There is silence for a moment, and then a low murmur, ambiguous in ft 

meaning . But the gathering is dispersed<_L>H and the men are^puj. to work. J 

& They are brought together again a few hours later for Billy's funeral. Billy's * 

ft I I ft 

ft 10 <v 

ft ft 



ft 



ft master-at-arms. The article S|3ecuja^es the Billy must have been a foreigner 
J masqueradingj^- ch^W- as arufnglisr^man. The article goes on to decry 



ft 



ftftft&fts&ftftftftftftftftftftftftftftftftftftftftftftft^ 

ft ft 

& ebU^S J**\ ( s ft 
J body, wrapped in the canvgsu^ of his own hammock, is dropped into the"" 

ft sea. Sea birds shriek ancfdive at the place where the body dropped down, ft 

J and for a while they circle over the spot where the body sank underwater. J 

ft 



Chapters 28-30 



ft 



ft Not long after Billy's execution^ the Bellipotent camg^up against the French ft 

& line-pf-battle ship Athee (the Atne^st). During theBattle, Captain Vere was J 

J seriously wounded. Under a subordinate officer, the Bellipotent managed to & 

ft subdue^ the enemy ship and made it back to the English port of Gibraltar, ft 

J There, Captain Vere lingg^edt^ fora^ew days, before his death. Not long J 

ft before hjs ; death, an attendant heard the drugged Vere murmuring "Billy * 

& Budd" again and again. The seniorofficer of the marines hears of the 5 

| incident from the attendant, but says nothing about who Billy Budd was. g 

A few weeks after the execution, an article reporting the incident appears in ft 

J orm of the ofgcjaJJy sanctgjied papers.. As the article reports it, Billy was % 

* involved in a plarffor rnutiny. Wh^n ^confronted by Claggart, he stabbed the 



ft 
ft 
ft 



— q~* w ^ • «-><-■■■-■ ■ t) iij uii. i in. u. nv.it uii utv-i y-ri — ^ 

& the loss of Claggart, whom the article praises as a respectable man. & 

vv But the sailors who kgew^Billy seerojo know that Billy was innocent^hough 

J ^!to> do not know t ' ie ^^ ails of * ne stor Y/ for years afterward they t^ep^- 

& track of the location of the spares J^Ji from which Billy was hanged. The & 

J novella ends with this song. & 

& ft 

* ^ 

& ft 

ft ft 
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ft ft 
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